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Sarah M. Davis
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ENG 445
14 February 2020
The End of Art Is Peace: Memory, Witness, and Restorative Imagination
in Anna Burns’s Milkman and the Poetry of Seamus Heaney

“This was not schizophrenia. This was living otherwise. This was
underneath the trauma and the darkness a normality trying
to happen” (Burns, Milkman 112).

Introduction
Northern Irish writer Anna Burns’s 2018 novel Milkman explores the contradictions and
blinkered perspectives necessary for people to live everyday lives amid sustained violence.
Through her protagonist, maybe-girlfriend, and a host of other nameless characters and places
known only in relation to one another, Burns depicts a district that finds its identity in memories
of persecution that are fiercely preserved in the present. The traumatic effects of living in a
warzone weigh heavily on the community, yet maybe-girlfriend and her neighbors refuse to
acknowledge this and other complex truths so that they might function with some degree of
normality and maintain their beleaguered identity. Irish poet Seamus Heaney’s works from the
1970s express a similar environment of suffocation and an attempt to at least survive, if not
thrive, in it. His collections North and Field Work were written when Milkman is set, and they
examine the effects of violence on the poet and his search for his responsibility to his conflicted
home and to his art. Maybe-girlfriend’s community succumbs to hypervigilance and
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helplessness, causing them to manipulate collective memory and witness of the present and to
remain blind to the future’s potential, but Heaney’s poetic speaker and maybe-girlfriend reveal a
way to remain faithful to their “responsible tristia” and embrace a destiny other than violence.
As a child, Anna Burns was no stranger to violence and the trauma of civil conflict. She
grew up in Belfast, Northern Ireland, during the Troubles, and she lived in the area in the
northwest part of the city called the Ardoyne. The Ardoyne is a Catholic neighborhood in the
midst of a staunchly Protestant area and was the site of some of the most violent and sustained
fighting to occur from 1968-1998 and even into the 21st Century. According to the Ardoyne
Commemoration Project’s (ACP) book Ardoyne: The Untold Truth, “Ardoyne became a
nationalist island in a loyalist sea, shaping a growing sense of siege and isolation”
(“Introduction”). The ACP has identified ninety-nine victims from the Ardoyne as having died
during the Troubles, their deaths occurring over the Troubles’ entire timespan, unlike some
communities that experienced violence primarily during specific periods of a few years. The
ACP also notes that even today, for “those who come from the Ardoyne, and those (both
nationalist and unionist) who live around it, where the Ardoyne starts and ends is, generally
speaking, clearly understood. Who is and is not from the Ardoyne is generally seen as a matter of
common sense.” The community is acutely aware of who belongs in its group and who does not.
The sustained violence that the community experienced during the Troubles and the natural
clannishness that stems from being a small Catholic community within a larger Protestant one
suggest a community continuously postured in defense and turned inward.
Speaking of her own childhood in an interview with the Independent’s Alex Marshall,
Burns said that “There was an awful lot of violence, a shocking amount of violence, apart from
the Troubles…Just adults fighting in the street with each other over anything, and children
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fighting and dogs biting anybody. And then of course there’d be bloodstains all over the place”
(Anna Burns). In an interview with Tom Gatti of the New Statesman, she spoke to the
community dynamics of the Ardoyne specifically, saying “it’s this unit, and everyone has to pull
together. Growing up there, you had to conform, you couldn’t really criticise the area. It was
very scary living there, very violent, but there was this feeling that you can’t say that, because it
will somehow cause it to collapse. So you have to pretend we’re holding together” (“I’ve Been
Homeless Myself"). Burns’s words identify a tension between the necessity of the residents’
whole-hearted involvement to preserve the community and the community as unhealthy and
damaging to its own people. Commitment to the community may provide safety from outside
forces, but it does not protect from internal turmoil. Maybe-girlfriend’s district is no doubt
inspired by the claustrophobic, desperately tight-knit community that Burns describes. Maybegirlfriend refers to her “intricately coiled, overly secretive, hyper-gossipy, puritanical yet
indecent, totalitarian district” (Milkman 172), a place in which residents operate by strict,
unspoken laws in order to maintain the alternative order of the community. Burns’s background
in the Ardoyne informs her understanding of how besieged communities use hyper-vigilance and
alternative power systems to function normally in the midst of chaos, even as they combat
feelings of helplessness in their situation. In an effort to create a sense of normality, collective
memory is reshaped to create a clearly defined in-group, witness of the reality of conflict is
limited, and imagination is stifled by a sense of hopelessness and inevitability.
Hyper-vigilance and helplessness are common effects of collective trauma in a conflictridden society. As concepts they provide a helpful framework for describing and explaining the
rigid control amid hopelessness practiced in maybe-girlfriend’s environment and in the Ardoyne,
and they can be seen as the sources of the community’s mishandling of memory, present witness,
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and future imagination. In her essay “At Vision’s Edge: Post-Conflict Memory and Art Practice
in Northern Ireland,” Fionna Barber writes:
The term “trauma” can refer to the effects of either physiological or psychological
wounding or threat of danger in origin; both can have effects on processes of memory
and the individual’s ability to cope with the consequences of an event. Traumatic
experiences can be life threatening or involve the proximity of the death of others, or they
can also result, on a psychological level, in the unravelling of an individual’s sense of self
and identity. All of these were characteristics of the experience of the Troubles for many
people in Northern Ireland; even if they did not themselves have to confront directly
threatening events, people’s everyday life was for many years in the 1970s and 1980s
imbued with a sense of risk and the need for continual vigilance that left deeply
embedded scars. (233)
Barber uses the term trauma in the context of Northern Ireland to include not merely individual,
violent experiences but “the daily drip, drip of political violence” (Campbell et al. 179) and of
living in close proximity to conflict. In his essay “Vigilance: On Conflict, Social Invisibility, and
Negative Potentiality,” Henrik Vigh states that in Belfast “conflict has had such prevalence that
it is no longer a critical event but instead a critical continuity—a condition, rather than an
aberration” (95). In this sense, trauma is a collective experience of being surrounded by and
often complicit in violence. It involves living in a state of uncertainty and disorder, especially in
the context of sectarian conflict, and it involves continual fear of the Other.
Although the Other is clearly defined as the opposing ethnopolitical and religious group,
the Other is not clearly distinguishable. In a civil conflict, the enemy looks very much like
oneself, forcing one to be continually on the alert for danger. Vigh explains that, for those
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accustomed to a society in conflict, potentiality—or any future possibility—is expected to be
negative. Practically, this means that everyday details are over-analyzed for fear of danger, and
unknown people or situations are viewed as threatening simply because they cannot easily be
classified as belonging to the safe in-group. Vigh writes that “the Other, as a constant potential
within, leads once again to hyper-vigilance—to an unceasing scrutinization of the present in
order to avoid its possible negative future materialization” (102). For a community experiencing
“crisis as context” (112), vigilance is maintained almost maniacally, and one is always searching
to uncover hidden motives in an attempt to establish order in the chaos of everyday life.
In addition to hyper-vigilance, collective trauma in violent environments creates a feeling
of helplessness. The present conflict becomes seemingly endless and inevitable, and people find
themselves in a chaotic world with no real agency to establish order or change the larger
historical course of violence. In her book Trauma and Survival in Contemporary Fiction, Laurie
Vickroy notes that “The most difficult aspect of traumatic situations for victims, no matter what
the context, is feeling that one is powerless to affect his or her situation (Van der Kolk and Van
der Hart 446; Herman 47)” (Vickroy 25). A person’s sense of agency is vital to his positive
“sense of self and identity” that Barber refers to (233). The inability, or feeling of inability, to
enact change is experienced as a loss of control over one’s situation. Drawing on Martin
Seligman’s research in the 1970s, the American Psychological Association defines this
phenomenon as learned helplessness, saying that “people repeatedly exposed to stressful
situations beyond their control develop an inability to make decisions or engage effectively in
purposeful behavior” (Learned Helplessness). Essentially, if an individual’s efforts toward order
are continually defeated by her chaotic environment, she will no longer try to enact change but
will succumb to a feeling of helplessness. Vickroy writes that “Trauma, and its concurrent
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shame, doubt, or guilt, destroys important beliefs: in one’s own safety or competence to act or
live in the world, one’s perception of the world as meaningful and orderly, and one’s view of
oneself as decent, strong, and autonomous (Janoff-Bulman 19-22)” (23). Regardless of whether
they actively participate in the paramilitary, support it by hiding the identities and weapons of
paramilitary members, or pretend to have no association with it—as maybe-girlfriend does—the
characters in Milkman live with the consequences of civil conflict. They are equally unable to
order their environments in the face of violence, despite their efforts for or against it.
Mary McAleese, the former president of the Republic of Ireland, was—like Burns—
raised in the Ardoyne. She writes of when she was a teenage girl during the Troubles, and she
returned from an evening out to find the Ardoyne in flames. She said, “Of all the feelings I
experienced that night, the one I remember most was a terrible helplessness in the face of
injustice” (qtd. in Mac Manais 18). This same feeling of helplessness characterizes maybegirlfriend and her community as they experience violence and uncertainty. However, this must
be seen in tension with the anxious energy they employ to get by in their daily lives. Although
hyper-vigilance is practiced in the reporting of disloyal residents and the existence of kangaroo
courts and the make-shift hospitals provided by neighbor women and their “‘keep it in the
family’ distillations” (Milkman 226), the district is afflicted with the “impression of a pall, of
some distorted quality to the light [that] had to do with the political problems, with the hurts that
had come, the troubles that had built, with the loss of hope and absence of trust and with a
mental incapacitation over which nobody seemed willing or able to prevail” (89). Elsewhere in
the novel, maybe-girlfriend joins in the communal chorus of “What’s the point? There’s no
point!” (70), emphasizing the pervasive hopelessness and inability to imagine something other
than her current dark circumstances.

Davis 7

Hypervigilance and helplessness connect Milkman to the poetry of Seamus Heaney,
specifically poems from his collections North and Field Work. Heaney was raised in a Catholic
family in the countryside of Northern Ireland and lived in Belfast during the early years of the
Troubles. He was well-acquainted with the complexities of his “land of password, handgrip,
wink and nod, / Of open minds as open as a trap,” and the constriction of the “tight gag of place”
(North 54, 55). His poetry reveals the struggle of “intimate, tribal revenge” against “civilized
outrage” and reflects the restrictive, uneasy society found in Milkman. The same despair of
maybe-girlfriend’s community is apparent at times in his questions: “What will become of us?”
(Field Work 5) and “Is there a life before death?” (North 55). He feels the weight of living in a
society marked by violence, and yet he is able to reach into an imaginative space beyond
violence through his art, through crafting words into beautiful, poignant poems.
However, his relationship with art is something Heaney questioned throughout his
career. In “Singing School,” the final poem of North, he asks himself what his “responsible
tristia” (North 67) is. He asks, “For what? For the ear? For the people? / For what is said behindbacks?” (67). His use of the word “tristia” alludes to Ovid’s Tristia, one of his “exilic elegies”
(Williams 233) written from the city of Tomis after his banishment from Rome. Tristia literally
means “sorrows” and here recalls the historical troubles of Northern Ireland and Heaney’s
personal mourning over the great pain within his culture. In North, Heaney feels some obligation
to interact with his tristia but the nature of that interaction is often unclear to him. Not only was
this obligation internally prompted, but Heaney faced the pressure of being asked to speak for the
broader Northern Irish culture as an artist. Partially in response to this external pressure, Heaney
and his family moved in 1972 from Belfast to Co. Wicklow in the Republic of Ireland. Heaney
has been very clear that his move was not intended to be political, although it was perceived that
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way. Daniel Tobin reports that “The move met with a stir of publicity. Many Catholics within the
literary community and outside of it felt betrayed. Heaney himself was bothered by the
impression that he had seemed to break ranks with his friends there, both Catholics and
Protestants. On the other side, Paisleyite extremists hailed the departure of a ‘well-known Papish
propagandist’” (103). But for Heaney the move from Belfast was simply what was necessary for
his own “imaginative and psychic needs” (“Seamus Heaney”) and his growth as a poet. He felt
that his role in Belfast as an educator and the expectations placed on him because of his political
positions distracted him from his work, and he felt “an early warning system telling me to get
back inside my own head” (From the Archive: An Interview with Seamus Heaney by James
Randall | Ploughshares). Heaney may not have intended his move to make a political statement,
but the exhaustion and distraction that he sought to leave behind was connected to “the violence
and the crisis in the public domain” and the resulting “demand that was made on every writer”
(From the Archive). In a 1979 interview with James Randall, Heaney says this of his move:
I left in 1972 not really out of any rejection of Belfast but because... Well, I had written
three books, had published two, and one was due to come out. I had the name for being a
poet but I was also discovering myself being interviewed as, more or less, a spokesman
for the Catholic minority during this early stage of the troubles. I found the whole
question of what was the status of art within my own life and the question of what is an
artist to do in a political situation very urgent matters. I found that my life, most of my
time, was being spent in classrooms, with friends, at various social events, and I didn’t
feel that my work was sufficiently the center of my life, so I decided I would resign;
(From the Archive)
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The move was an attempt to create space for himself and remove himself from the expectation of
creating politicized or blindly apolitical art. Heaney said he had “begun to feel a danger in that
responsible, adjudicating stance towards communal experience” (From the Archive). Rather, he
wanted simply to “be alone with myself” (Tobin 104), and his poetry following the move is
imbued with a true joy in language.
If North is an exploration of the immense influence of living in a conflict zone on the
poet and his community, Field Work, written after Heaney was established in the Republic, is a
rediscovery of what art can look like unfettered from external expectations. Heaney uses the
metaphor of field work to describe the messy, archaeological work of unearthing parts of the
past, his participation in the work of cultivation established by his forbears (perhaps an
expansion on his early poem “Digging”), as well as the process of forming and creating from the
reality and imaginative material to which he has access. But Field Work’s most important
accomplishment is Heaney’s creation of an imaginative space outside of Northern Ireland’s
conflict.
In the collection, Heaney certainly acknowledges the effects of the conflict even from his
new home, but in allowing himself to simply be a poet and not a Catholic nationalist Northern
Irish poet, Heaney creates what maybe-girlfriend and her community struggle to: a realm of
possibility beyond violence. Field Work addresses the Troubles by affirming that beauty, the
natural world, and familiar relationships are marked by, but need not be defined by, societal
violence.
Like the chaotic and seemingly hopeless Belfast that Heaney left, the members of maybegirlfriend’s community try to cope with the ongoing political violence by establishing order
through hyper-vigilance. They twist memory, both forgetting their own violent acts and
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memorializing the sacrifices of those who have suffered. This creates an in-group identity of
besieged people who must continually defend themselves against the Other. They intentionally
forget the parts of the past that would force them to reckon with a more complex understanding
of themselves or their enemies. Similarly, they refuse to witness their present reality, knowing
subconsciously that the effects of violence are overwhelming. They create singular, manageable
definitions of reality, denying its complexity, or they try to escape their environment through
distraction or by physically leaving. Despite these attempts to control the situation, the
community members are overcome by a fatalistic helplessness that assumes nothing will ever
change. It prevents their imagination of a future without the constant presence of violence and
discourages them from fully engaging with their past and present. Burns’s discussion of memory,
witness, and imagination in Milkman can be further understood in conjunction with Heaney’s
poetry because of their reflection of a similarly conflicted society. Particularly the poems in
North present a community drawn inward, deeply suspicious, and entrenched in the stories they
have told themselves about their pasts. Hopelessness is tangible in a place where “bad news is no
longer news” (North 52), but Heaney, along with maybe-girlfriend, is able to reach beyond the
oppressive feeling of helplessness to access the world, both creative and real, beyond conflict.
Memory
In Milkman and North, memory is both a weight that presses down on the present and a
force manipulated by people. In North particularly, the collective memory in which Heaney’s
speaker participates adds layers of complexity to his understanding of current events. In
Heaney’s poem “Punishment,” the speaker tenderly describes the broken, preserved body of a
young adulteress found in a bog. There are two levels of memory at work in the speaker’s
interaction with the dead adulteress. His present viewing of her body takes him back to the
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distant past. Her body conjures images in his mind of what she might have looked like in life and
returns him to a primal time of costly revenge for laws trespassed. His viewing of her body also
reminds him of the more recent past, in which he avoided defending victims of a similar costly
punishment. He indicts himself as one who has “stood dumb when your betraying sisters, /
cauled in tar, / wept by the railings” (North 31), referring to the practice of paramilitaryinstigated tarring and feathering of informers and traitors, in this case, presumably a Catholic
woman in an unsanctioned relationship with a Protestant man.
The connection between the two events in the speaker’s mind—the death of an adulteress
in Jutland in a past era and the public humiliation of “traitorous” women in Northern Ireland—is
the cruel tribalism that motivates both acts and his helplessness in the face of it. He writes that he
“almost” loves her, but “would have cast, I know, / the stones of silence.” He “would connive in
civilized outrage” but he “understand[s] the exact / and tribal, intimate revenge” (my emphasis)
(Heaney, From the Archive). Although he desires to sound the proper, enlightened call for peace
instead of violence, the weight of the past—a past he participates in by blood and culture—is a
reality he knows well, so he chooses the pseudo middle ground of silence. Notice that “would
connive” is in the future tense. It is something the speaker intends to do. “Understand” is in the
present. He knows now how tribalism can easily drive people to violence or how the tension
between peace and tribalism can paralyze. Because it is anchored in the past, the understanding
of tribalism is part of the present, while a desire for peaceful civilization seems to exist only in
potentiality.
In “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing,” Heaney responds to a question from an English
reporter asking for “views on the Irish thing” (North 52). Among other things, he writes of the
difficulty of advocating for peaceful means to end the conflict. He writes that despite the
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communal acceptance of conflict as part of life, actually living in it and experiencing the effects
of violence by and toward your community makes arguing for liberality or feeling hopeful of an
emerging good a challenging task. He writes that “The liberal papist note sounds hollow / When
amplified and mixed in with the bangs / That shake all hearts and windows day and night” (53).
Advocating for peace seems, at times, insensitive of the pain endured by these communities,
especially since their current trauma is not a new phenomenon. They carry with them centuries
of accumulated violence of which the current conflict is but a small part. History’s reach is seen,
too, as Heaney hearkens back to William of Orange, or King Billy, as the instigator of this “tight
gag of place” and wonders when a leak will be sprung in “the great dykes the Dutchman made /
To dam the dangerous tide that followed Seamus” (54). Although overtly sided, Heaney seems
most interested in change or movement in place of the stagnation of conflict. Despite past and
present wrongs, his understanding of the motives of conflict—the “tribal, intimate revenge”—
exists in tension with his need for something other. Toward the poem’s end, after viewing an
internment camp and nearby bomb crater, Heaney asks, “Is there a life before death?” (55)
echoing maybe-girlfriend’s catechistic question and answer—“What’s the point? There’s no
point” (Milkman 87)—of a world that is limited and seemingly without reason. He answers with,
“We hug our little destiny again” (55), as if to say Our troubles are fated to continue as long as
we do.
In Milkman, the same feeling of hopeless inevitability exists, but it is not openly placed in
tension with a desire for peace. Everyone in the novel seems “stuck,” (Milkman 84) as ma says
some places and people are, and they persist in the “dark mental energies” (89) that they have
been raised in. Although the unnamed setting and characters could describe other situations of
conflict, reviewers from Belfast have said of Milkman, “Everything is here in an accurate,
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honest, unvarnished depiction of the way we were” (Mallon), and as such Burns’s characters are
marked by the same centuries of strife of which Heaney writes. Early in the novel, maybegirlfriend describes the way in which everything in her world is made political. She relates the
banned names—“Nigel, Jason, Jasper…”—which have “become infused with the energy, the
power of history, the age-old conflict” (23). She shares that there is “The right butter. The wrong
butter. The tea of allegiance. The tea of betrayal” (25). All of these things matter because of the
community’s history. The memory of past wrongs stamps everything as acceptable or
unacceptable: television programs, baby names, tea, butter, hymns, prayers, cars, flags, and
pronunciation.
The community in “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing” has this same obsession with
identifying and separating from the Other. Heaney records the colloquial opinion that “You
know them by their eyes” and describes “Manoeuvrings to find out name and school, / Subtle
discrimination by address” (North 54). He even refers to names expressing one’s community
allegiance with “Norman, Ken and Sidney signaled Prod / And Seamus (call me Sean) was surefire Pape” (55). As Vigh describes, “The uncertainty of differentiating the ‘stranger as friend’
from the ‘stranger as foe’ entails that, in a city like Belfast, even in what is seen as a secure area,
the Other is always potentially present” (102). The communal identity and history are dependent
on differentiation from the Other, so the community must vigilantly expose the Other in order to
establish their own identity. When even a small piece of history is disregarded, or compromised
by the Other, the entire cause of the past is at stake. When maybe-girlfriend’s same religion
maybe-boyfriend is thought to possess a car part from a Blower-Bentley, an unacceptable car
bearing an unacceptable flag, he is asked, “And what of the dead people—all those killed so far
in the political problems? Is it to be the case then, that all of them died in vain?” (29). Maybe-
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boyfriend does not actually possess the part with the flag on it, but the possibility that he might is
viewed by his hyper-vigilant neighbors as an affront to their community, living and dead, and
their trauma. They are watchful for anything that might threaten their interpretation of the past,
on which their identity is founded, and the car part’s associations with the Other and presence in
their area seem to devalue that past by disregarding the community’s strict rules for maintaining
separation from the Other and their historical reasons for doing so.
Despite being “beyond-the-pale,” tablets girl—the begrudgingly tolerated local
poisoner—participates in the community’s hyper-vigilance via her poisonings, which are
motivated by her desire to preserve the wrong in order to make it worthwhile. She is an example
of what hyper-vigilance looks like in an individual, and in her, the political desire for a distinct
identity has dangerous personal consequences. In a letter to herself that is later uncovered by her
sister, she details her many fears, particularly her fear of “Lightness and Niceness,” that she
might not forget them. She goes on to say that “old dark things as well as new dark things had to
be remembered, had to be acknowledged because otherwise everything that had gone before
would have been in vain” (264). Tablets girl memorializes the bad, protecting bad memories
from good ones that might overpower them. She believes that the bad has been so costly that to
acknowledge the possibility of good emerging from her pain without “receiving the sorries”
(265) negates the weight of the bad. However, she projects this understanding of “Lightness and
Niceness” onto her sister and sees her as a threat to the past and to her identity. To protect past
pain, tablets girl tries to eliminate “Lightness and Niceness” by almost lethally poisoning her
sister. Similarly, because the community members draw on centuries of history to inform their
current actions, the sacrifices and deaths involved in their struggle’s history have multiplied to
become an immense weight they feel they must carry with them.
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This is the weight of memory pressing into the present. However, memory is also wielded
as a tool to define the community’s identity. Burns uses the concept of jamais vu, or the
experiencing of familiar patterns of events as if they are new because of an amnesic experience,
to explain how maybe-girlfriend and the community choose which things they will include in
their understanding of history. Jamais vu operates similarly to the concept of selective memory,
and for the community, it involves forgetting the atrocities committed by their side. Maybegirlfriend explains that “Every so often, however, an event would occur so beyond-the-pale that
everyone…couldn’t help but be stopped in their tracks. A renouncer-atrocity would send you
reeling with, ‘God o God o God. How can I have a view that helped in this action?’ which would
be the case until you’d forget, which would happen when the other side went and did one of their
awful things” (113). Forgetting the sins of your own people magnifies the violence of the other
side and eases justification for your own “smaller” retaliations or defenses. In “Punishment” the
speaker is tempted to express his “civilized outrage” and his “almost love” for the ancient
adulteress, justifying himself in comparison to another’s violence (North 31). He almost chooses
to forget his own complicity, but he instead rejects jamais vu and recognizes his silence as
participation in her death. Although he finds himself angry with the barbaric practices that killed
her, he identifies the adulteress with contemporary women suffering under the cruel punishment
of their own community—women that he has seen and not aided—and recognizes his own
community’s “tribal, intimate revenge” (31). Instead of forgetting what does not build the
identity he desires, the speaker sees both the ancient past and his own past clearly, with all their
uncomfortable implications, thus introducing the practice of witness.
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Witness
Heaney’s poems “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing” and “Singing School” explore the
idea of witness—choosing to truly and fully see something—and what it might look like to
practice that in the context of everyday violence. In “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing,” Heaney
writes that in the midst of buzzwords like “escalate,” “polarization,” and “long-standing hate,”
“Yet I live here, I live here too” (North 52). He emphasizes an important part of witness—that
one must acknowledge one’s role as participant. To witness something, you must acknowledge
your connection to it and its effect on you, and when you attend to a traumatic experience, your
witness of it and its effects has the potential to break the cycle of trauma. Heaney also addresses
the complexity of living in a conflict zone, relating his desire for peace even as he understands
the pain that his neighbors experience. Although he is tempted to “diagnose a rebirth” and
“rhyme on ‘labour pangs’ ” (53), or to view the end of conflict as imminent, to do so is to ignore
the reality of continued perpetration of violence. In recognizing the various desires and identities
that tug him in opposite directions, Heaney witnesses the complexity of his position and
environment and finds himself unable to “lure the tribal shoals to epigram” (54). The story that
he sees is not simple, nor does he attempt to condense it into something easily comprehensible to
an outsider. He acknowledges both his “civilized outrage” and his insider understanding of
“tribal, intimate revenge.” Finally, he writes of the control that his own community tries to
exercise over their lives by adhering to tight in-groups of similar people. They use “password,
handgrip, wink, and nod” to distinguish who belongs and who does not, their minds are “open as
a trap,” and their “tongues lie coiled” (55). They refuse to witness the truth fully and instead
reinforce sectarian dichotomies by narrowing acceptable understandings of reality and
perpetuating simplistic identities.
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In “Singing School,” which chronicles some of the important influences on Heaney’s
artistic identity, the last three of six sections explore the question “What is the role of the artist?”
Specifically, they ask about the poet’s “responsible tristia”—his responsibility to the sorrows of
his homeland. Section 4 is entitled “Summer 1969” during which Heaney was in Spain while
conflict raged at home. While in the Prado, he sees Francisco Goya’s “Shootings of the Third of
May,” in which the painter depicts the execution of Spanish resistance fighters by Napoleonic
forces. He also mentions viewing others of Goya’s darker paintings, including “Saturn
Devouring His Son” and one “Where two berserks club each other to death / For honor’s sake,
greaved in a bog, and sinking” (North 65), which is potentially Goya’s “Duel with Cudgels”
(Figure 1). Goya’s painting of Spanish resistance
fighters is an expression of his direct involvement with
the political forces of his day. Heaney writes that Goya
Figure 1: Duel with Cudgels by Francisco Goya

“painted with his fists and elbows, flourished / The

stained cape of his heart” (North 65), imagining the stained cape perhaps as Goya’s acceptance
of the mire of political engagement or of his heart being stained by loyalty to a side. Heaney sees
that, for Goya, the events of the day require his explicit response through art. Additionally, the
painting of the duel becomes an image of Ireland for the poet, made clear by his depiction of the
duelers as Norse berserkers in a traditional Norse holmgang, or duel, and by their location in a
bog.

“Fosterage” follows “Summer 1969” and is dedicated to the Irish writer Michael
McLaverty, who interacted with Heaney as a mentor. McLaverty encouraged Heaney to “Go
your own way. / Do your own work. Remember / Katherine Mansfield—I will tell / How the
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laundry basket squeaked… that note of exile” (66). This kind of artistic engagement that requires
no adherence to any group or tradition is what Heaney sought in his move south. In being
responsible only to oneself and one’s art—which ought to be of the highest quality, depicting
truly even the squeak of a laundry basket—the artist endures a kind of self-imposed exile. He
does not belong to anyone, but neither is he responsible to the pressures of others. In contrast to
Goya’s example of personal and political engagement through art, McLaverty encourages the
poet to hone his craft and create for his own growth and need, knowing that when an artist
powerfully wields the specificity and texture of language, his “description” will become
“revelation” (66) both to himself and his readers.
“Exposure” is the final section of the poem, and it begins in Wicklow, presumably after
Heaney’s move there. In the opening lines, his gaze and mind are drawn downward by the “spent
flukes of autumn” (67) and the conflicting counsel he hears in his mind as he ponders his
“responsible tristia” and who it is he writes for until his attention is arrested by a brilliant comet
in the sky “like a glimmer of haws and rosehips” (67). He continues to sit “weighing and
weighing” (67), and he begins to identify what he is not. He is not “internee nor informer,”
meaning that he is not a martyr or a traitor. He has not sold out by moving, but neither is he sold
on being the representative of a community. He is not an “inner émigré,” meaning he has not
retreated within himself to ignore the pain and struggle around him. He is not a “wood-kerne,” or
a resistance fighter in flight. None of these are identities that he can accept as a poet, because
they are narrowly focused on “blowing up these sparks / For their meagre heat” (North 68).
Those in highly politicized roles or, like the inner émigré, intentionally apolitical roles, are
dedicated to survival. They want only to live to see their side triumph or to escape, and this
blinds them to other areas of life and other perspectives. They have “missed / The once-in-a-
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lifetime portent, / The comet’s pulsing rose” (68). Heaney’s noting of the comet becomes a
metaphor for his role as an artist to witness what others may miss. His responsibility, to art, to
his home of Northern Ireland, to the world beyond Ireland, and to himself is to see more fully
than others are willing or able to do. This certainly does not exclude political material from art,
but to be engaged closely in political strife is to lose the ability to see beyond your circumstances
and, often, to despair over one’s helplessness in the face of chaos. Reflecting later on his writing
during the Troubles, Heaney said, “I remember round about the mid-80s saying ‘we can't keep
on writing elegies’ you know… I refused duty in that way, so…you answer the situation with
something different” (" 'I can't keep writing elegies' Seamus Heaney on C4News 1999"). Heaney
did write elegies, and many of his poems depict deep personal and cultural pain, but he knew that
being truthful about experience requires bringing light to dark things as well. As an artist,
Heaney chooses to witness and attend to both light and dark and, in his art, to encourage others
to do the same.
In Milkman, the idea of witness is used to control the present. Although they will not
acknowledge it, the people of maybe-girlfriend’s district are weighed down by their violent
reality. They have calloused themselves and practiced restricting reality and its consequences,
“not because they were nothing but because they were enormous” (113). Maybe-girlfriend and
her community selectively choose what they will and will not be conscious of in order to protect
themselves from the full weight of living amid violence, participating in it, and seeing the deaths
of loved ones often. They use both denial and escapism to either ignore or avoid what they do
not wish to see. These practices are temporary solutions for dealing with traumatic experiences,
because they do not actually acknowledge trauma for what it is: costly, painful, and pervasive in
all parts of communal life. Denial and escapism only further the community’s narrowing
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perspectives and prevent them from viewing reality with accuracy and truth. However, characters
who are awakened to their reality in full, who move toward witness, become more real and alive
the more they notice what is beyond them.
Maybe-girlfriend’s seemingly innocuous “reading-while-walking” is really a practice of
escapism. She refuses to be present to her surroundings, something third brother-in-law calls
“not dutiful to self” and that “by doing so you’re switching yourself off” (58). In reading-whilewalking, maybe-girlfriend attempts to “switch herself off” to her participation in the community.
She intentionally reads only novels from the eighteenth century or before, which implies her
belief that nothing worth reading about occurs in the present. By putting herself in the past of a
novel—specifically not a Northern Irish past—she tries to swear off her ties to her district and its
people. However, she, by virtue of growing up there, is part of the community. She would
believe that she is not, that she is somehow apart from the overly-political gossip-mongers that
are her neighbors, but she is affected by the same history and present reality as them.
The idea of witness is also seen in the sunset that maybe-girlfriend and her French class
are called to observe by teacher. A week earlier, maybe-boyfriend had taken her to view a sunset
along the coast, an activity she feels is unnatural. Maybe-girlfriend was confused to discover that
she “was supposed to observe it, witness it, attend in some way and have an appropriate reaction
to it” (75). The idea of intentionally acknowledging something beautiful and taking time to
notice its detail is foreign to her. Teacher, on the other hand, not only observes, but takes in the
sunset colors. “Here she stopped pointing and tapping on the glass in order to inhale this sky.
After inhaling it, which was embarrassing, she exhaled it with a giant ‘Aaaaahhhhh!’ coming out
of her—more embarrassing” (71). When she asks the class to name the evening sky’s colors and
notice its incremental changes, they turn their backs protectively and chant “Le ciel est bleu!”
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and “What’s the point? There’s no point!” (70). They insist that the sky is blue (or maybe also
black at night and white with clouds), but they refuse to see the pinks, lilacs, golds, and even
greens the sky contains. They have chosen to witness one color, because a single story is always
easier to manage than the complexity of a multi-faceted whole. Maybe-girlfriend explains that “It
was the convention not to admit it, not to accept detail for this type of detail would mean choice
and choice would mean responsibility and what if we failed in our responsibility? Failed too, in
the interrogation of the consequence of seeing more than we could cope with?” (70). Refusing to
witness the sky’s colors is a fearful, defensive coping mechanism against acknowledging the
effects of violence and conflict in their lives. Because the community’s “normal” reality is so
chaotic and abnormal, they reflexively try to create a limited, single-colored normal that they feel
a sense of control over. The sunset becomes a metaphor for other ways in which the community
tries to exert control over reality by refusing to witness its fullness.
For instance, gossip is a powerful tool of control, a literal reshaping of stories, that allows
people to concoct wild suppositions instead of leaning into the possibility of weighty truths.
Creating and repeating gossip is a way of exercising control over which stories are told, avoiding
those that are too complex or difficult. In maybe-girlfriend’s case, the limited story that her
community tells about young women is that they get married to “right-religion” young men and
have “right-religion” babies. If not that, then they become mistresses to dangerously glamourous
paramilitary men. The idea that maybe-girlfriend is being sexually harassed without physical
touch is beyond her community’s comprehension. Not only does this truth not fit what they have
already established for her, but the community has relegated reality to the tangible realm,
because the material is more clearly defined than the emotional or psychological. In the
community’s terms, either a person has been attacked or she has not. Stalking and psychological
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manipulation belong to a hazy realm that they refuse to acknowledge in much the same way they
only identify the physical violence they have experienced and ignore the even more substantial
attacks on their communal psyche. As such, maybe-girlfriend believes that were she to have told
the community about her experiences with Milkman, which occur primarily on a psychological
level, they would disregard them as not constituting real violence. Believing her to be the socialclimbing girlfriend of an older, married man is easier than believing her to be subtly preyed upon
by him. The community similarly chooses to believe and perpetuate an incomplete story for real
milkman. Maybe-girlfriend remarks that “This inability of the community to acknowledge his
good deeds was because his reputation for general all-round unfriendliness had become so fixed
in the district consciousness that it would have taken an enormous explosion of conscious effort
to shift that particular bit of hearsay to truth” (141). For the community, the dramatized truth of
real milkman’s unfriendliness is easier to grasp than both his kind deeds and unfriendliness
together. They choose the single story of gossip. Real milkman himself is odd, or beyond-thepale, because he lives in opposition to the communal practice of denial. He is not palatable to the
community, because he is “stern and conscious and aware and unyielding” (253). He notices wee
sisters’ genius, helps nuclear boy’s mother after his death, and buries the cat head for maybegirlfriend. He acts outside both his expected identity of dependable community member and the
identity forced on him by the community of “the man who doesn’t love anyone” in order to serve
others from “some wider perspective, some higher state of consciousness” (254). He
acknowledges the whole of a person—their physical, mental, and emotional needs—and in being
beyond-the-pale himself, he resists the narrowing confines of denial by remaining present.
Real milkman’s rejection of the community’s simplistic perspectives of their world and
each other is similar to Heaney’s practice of witness in poetry. Heaney creates art that
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acknowledges the complexities of his world—including the political strife of his home, the
beauty of nature, and the intimacy of relationships. Bearing witness to his reality is his
“responsible tristia” and the responsibility maybe-girlfriend’s community refuses to own.
Although it includes political strife, the reality he represents holds a multitude of things. Like
real milkman, he rejects the identities placed on him by others and chooses instead to be true to
the whole of what he sees. This is especially remarkable when Heaney is viewed in contrast to
the international couple, the deserting parents of maybe-boyfriend who have gained fame by
their glamorous ballroom dancing and whose life experiences mirror Heaney’s more than any
other characters in Milkman. They have “achieved that outstanding status of straddling the
sectarian divide” (314) by being internationally recognized and honored by both sides of the
conflict. However, although they are lauded as heroes, their stagey smiles and glittering
costumes betray their true intent—to escape their conflicted home. They used their talent to
propel them into a life of fame where they can live untouched by the violence of their home
community and by the responsibilities of their children. Heaney, too, was internationally
acclaimed, spent significant time abroad, and even moved out of the country. But in stark
contrast to the international couple’s selfish escapism, Heaney chose not to ignore the effects of
violence despite being physically removed from it, but to represent it faithfully as one among
many things worth writing about. Heaney’s attention to the present and determination to engage
with it in its diversity during the Troubles was a challenging task. For many people, like maybegirlfriend’s community, who lived continually in chaos and conflict, engaging with the present
fully was more than could be handled, particularly since the present seemed to stretch into an
unchanging future. Burns herself has said, “I had to get myself some distance away from the
Troubles…I don’t think that is unusual for individuals living the detail of tragedy. When in it,
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can’t see it. Can’t afford to. Don’t want to” (McNamee). In heeding McLaverty’s advice to “Go
your own way” (North 67), Heaney allowed himself the space to create art that in turn could
provide imaginative space for people who could not remove themselves from their situation.
Heaney’s witness to reality beyond violence not only grants readers the ability to see that other
present realities exist but also allows for the imagination of a different future.
Imagination
Maybe-girlfriend and her community are not only affected by the weight of memory and
by their refusal to witness the difficult present; they are also both unable and unwilling to
imagine a future different than what they have always known. They have become so familiar
with violent and disordered experiences that these seem more comfortable to them than the
possibility of peace or happiness. Speaking of people who face unexpected natural disasters,
sociologist Kai Erikson notes that “they also have come to feel that they have lost a natural
immunity to misfortune and that something awful is almost bound to happen” (Erikson 194). If
this is true of people who have experienced natural disasters, how much more must the suspicion
of negative potentiality be prevalent among people who have experienced prolonged, humanperpetuated violence. Maybe-girlfriend’s community experiences “crisis as context” (Vigh 110),
and they assume its inevitability. The persistence of violence has changed what Vickroy calls
their “important beliefs: in one’s own safety or competence to act or live in the world, one’s
perception of the world as meaningful and orderly, and one’s view of oneself as decent, strong,
and autonomous” (Milkman 23). Conflict has endured for so long, perhaps in spite of their efforts
against it, that they see themselves as incapable of changing their situation. This helplessness and
expectation of negative potentiality leads them to fear good things, like happiness, because they
experience its presence as confusion and uncertainty. They believe that to have happiness
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snatched away is worse than not knowing it at all. Maybe-girlfriend describes her community as
being marked by the “impression of a pall, of some distorted quality to the light” (89). The
persistence of violence, chaos, and the fear they evoke have so penetrated the communal psyche
that these experiences seem indefinite and inevitable. When asked to look at the sunset, maybegirlfriend’s class chants “What’s the point? There’s no point” (87), a refrain illustrating that, for
the community, trying to find meaning outside of their circumstances seems not only impossible
but not worthwhile. Maybe-girlfriend describes the community’s tired, helpless acceptance by
saying,
Take a whole group of individuals who weren’t shiny, maybe a whole community, a
whole nation, or maybe just a statelet immersed long-term on the physical and energetic
planes in the dark mental energies; conditioned too, through years of personal and
communal suffering, personal and communal history, to be overladen with heaviness and
grief and fear and anger—well, these people could not, not at the drop of a hat, be open to
any bright shining button of a person stepping into their environment and shining upon
them just like that. (89)
Suffering has become conventional, and the community members have adapted accordingly.
Instead of seeking ways out of the oppression they face, they use makeshift wartime practices—
“improvisations”—that were never intended for permanence. They prop up the paramilitary
powers by alerting them of police presence and avoiding environments in which they might be
forced to inform on them, like the hospital or court. When someone is ill or hurt, instead of going
to the hospital, the neighbor women are summoned “with nightdress sleeves rolled up” and their
various “phials, herbs, powders, …plus other ‘keep it in the family’ distillations” (226). Breaches
of morality or of the unwritten communal codes are reported by the ever-watchful community
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members and handled in kangaroo courts run by the paramilitaries, because the community as a
whole is more committed to its own safety and the artificial consistency of alternative law than
the individual good of a neighbor. The community has even become so accustomed to violence
that it views it comparatively. Ordinary deaths do not seem to count as much as the more
common political deaths and disappearances, and even a single political death in the family is no
longer unusual enough to warrant much sympathy. As she considers whether or not she deserves
to be with real milkman, ma counts off on her fingers and compares “the tragedies, again
quantitatively speaking and in accordance with her hierarchy of suffering” (329) and decides
that, since her husband died naturally and not politically, she must allow someone else to marry
real milkman—a decision maybe-girlfriend contests. By their maintenance of improvised social
structures and their practice of honoring ranks of suffering, the community illustrates that it
expects violence to continue as “normal” into the indefinite future and that those most marked by
it are deserving of a kind of honor.
The community has grown so accustomed to darkness that they cannot bring themselves
to risk imagining something beyond it. In refusing to imagine the future, they avoid the
possibility of happiness, assuming pain to be the eventual outcome of all good experiences.
They believe happiness to be transitory and conclude that it is “Better not to have had it in the
first place” (71). This is most clearly seen in the phenomenon of the “wrong spouse.” Maybegirlfriend notes that people in her district were in the habit of marrying someone they did not
love for fear that marrying someone they did love would be a “sustained happiness” (256) too
great to bear, or else that their lover would die or otherwise leave them. They are afraid of being
too happy or too sad, and a bland middle ground seems preferable to truly feeling anything. For
instance, eldest sister marries lewd first brother-in-law—who starts the rumor of maybe-
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girlfriend’s affair with Milkman—but continues to grieve the death of her long-time boyfriend
who married someone else. Ma has been in love with real milkman all her life but married da,
only to be frustrated that he was never who she wanted him to be. Third brother marries another
woman, even though he is in love with tablets girl’s shiny sister. Of his situation, maybegirlfriend explains that “Being loved back by the person he loved to the point where he couldn’t
cope anymore with the vulnerable reciprocity of giving and receiving, he ended the relationship
to get it over with before he lost it, before it was snatched from him, either by fate or by
somebody else” (269). Like the rest of the community, third brother is fearful of happiness,
something so unlike the conventional experience. He chooses not to be with tablets girl’s sister,
because he cannot imagine a lasting happiness and desires to avoid a fleeting one. Living in
seemingly indefinite conflict has shaped even third brother’s beliefs on love and marriage. He
cannot believe in a positive political future and consequentially cannot believe in happiness in
other areas of life.
Violence is limiting, drastically reducing the available or imaginable reality of those who
experience it until it becomes the most dominating force of the past, present, and future. In the
introduction to her book Praying through Poetry: Hope for Violent Times, Peggy Rosenthal
notes that “violence sucks us—mind and spirit—into its world, as into an all-surrounding dark
chaos. It stifles our ability to imagine anything beyond itself” (iv). What is needed in response to
violence is something to re-expand reality and reveal that more is possible. This renewed
perspective can be many things, but for Rosenthal and Heaney, it is art, specifically poetry.
Rosenthal writes:
Poetry is a medium especially suited to transformative vision, I think. Poetry’s material—
language—is already the medium of our constant communication: of the public rhetoric
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we hear from journalists and politicians and preachers, of our everyday conversation and
thought, of worship and prayer. So poetry can take this most common stuff of life and
imagine the uncommon through it, imagine new worlds that are already formed from our
own and hence appear possible. (vii)
The people of Milkman are trapped within the realm of violence and unable to see beyond this
familiar darkness. Heaney’s poems provide “transformative vision” (vii) by using words, a
medium Milkman reveals can be easily weaponized, to reach for a reality larger and fuller than a
society marked by sectarian violence, particularly those poems in Field Work. Published in 1979
after Heaney was well-established in Wicklow, the collection is a celebration of language
through reconnection with the earthy and familiar. Heaney describes Field Work as “much more
open, I think” as distinct from North’s “burrowing inwards” (From the Archive). The poems are
still tinged with fear and the consequences of violence, but they are an attempt to see and
acknowledge things beyond that world and to invite others to do the same.
“Glanmore Sonnets,” named after his new home in the Republic, delights in the sound,
history, and meaning of language while also acknowledging its complex allegiances and
connotations. Words are consistently tied to place or emerge from the earth as it is plowed,
reminding the reader of Heaney’s early poem “Digging” and its celebration of writing as the joy
and necessity of an individual impressed by his heritage. Sonnet I begins “Vowels ploughed into
other: opened ground,” (Field Work 25) comparing the practice of poetry to that of plowing a
field. The rich earth revealed through cutting and up-turning sod enlivens the speaker, just as
creating precise and insightful art animates the poet. He says that his own “lea is deeply tilled,”
but he is not merely interested in discovering language. Even as he stands before freshly plowed
ground, he sees ghostly sowers walking the fields, and then “dream grain whirls like freakish
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Easter snows.” He is invested in the entire creative process, from exploring resonant sources to
carefully crafting something from them, a metaphor he later expands in “Harvest Bow.”
Sonnet V speaks to the importance of names, especially those rooted in place. The
speaker describes what he, in childhood, called a “boortree,” the Ulster word for bower tree.
Since childhood, the speaker’s engagement with the relationship between tree and name have
changed. “Elderberry I have learned to call it” (Field Work 29) he says, showing his attempt to
situate and reshape his childhood knowledge within his growing understanding of the world.
Instead of a single word for his childhood tree, he now knows two, “boortree” being rooted in his
Ulster upbringing and “elderberry” being decidedly English. Even in his delight in language, he
acknowledges the complicated histories held within each word. Part of him, at least, desires the
simplicity of the single name of his childhood, as he closes with “I fall back to my tree-house
and would crouch / Where small buds shoot and flourish in the hush” (29).
In Sonnet IX, a rat is sighted outside the kitchen window, and the speaker is called to
action and commanded, “Go you out to it.” His practice of art is contrasted with a need for
tangible action. Whether from conflicting priorities or skill sets, he cannot fulfill this call and
feels guilty, as reflected in the silage which is “tart-leafed as inwit,” inwit meaning conscience
(Merriam-Webster.com), and the dark and haunting face he sees “like a new moon glimpsed
through tangled glass” after someone else accomplishes the task (Field Work 33). He asks “What
is my apology for poetry?” in a situation in which what he has to offer is unwanted and
seemingly unneeded. His struggle is with the seeming impotency of language and art in the face
of real dangers, as if language exists in a realm apart from the real. In Heaney’s essay “The
Government of the Tongue,” he addresses this paradox more directly. He writes, “In one sense
the efficacy of poetry is nil—no lyric has ever stopped a tank. In another sense, it is unlimited”
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(“The Government of the Tongue” 107). Creating art and playing with language may not aid in
tangible, physical tasks, but it has the power to change the way people think, even—and perhaps
especially—if it is done for the sheer joy of it.
“The Harvest Bow” appears in the last section of Field Work. It is a description of a
familiar object to the speaker, a harvest bow (a traditional woven craft), and a meditation on the
creative process and its fruit. The speaker says of the artist, “You implicated the mellowed
silence in you / In wheat that does not rust / But brightens as it tightens” (Field Work 50). In
creation, the artist entrusts part of himself to a thing—a poem, painting, song, etc.—knowing it
will be preserved and transformed. As he practices his craft, this part of himself becomes more
than it is alone by joining with the craft to become art, something intentionally set apart as a
witness and repository of culture. It also becomes more as people engage with it, “Gleaning the
unsaid off the palpable” (50). Paraphrasing Roland Barthes, Barber writes that “the meanings of
the work of art are constructed at the point of reception; it is not just the acts of telling or
showing that are important, but of listening and looking” (236). Each partaker of the creative
work infused with the creator’s self understands it differently, adding his own conception and
memories to it. When he looks at the harvest bow, the speaker sees himself and the artist walking
together on a silent evening long ago, in “that original townland / Still tongue-tied in the straw
tied by your hand” (Field Work 50). The artist infuses his art with his own understanding of the
world via the “fine intent” of her craft, and yet, for the speaker, the harvest bow becomes a sign
of a memory. The craft becomes art as it holds both the artist’s self and the beholder’s. By
implication, each time someone interacts with art, a new layer of meaning is added, making it
increasingly complex.
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After contemplating this process and its role within the culture, the speaker concludes
that “The end of art is peace,” a truth he envisions as the “motto of this frail device” (50). Taken
alone, this motto can be misconstrued to mean that art must be used in the service of peace, but
within the poem, the reader can see that “the end of art is peace,” meaning that art’s end is by
nature peace. This is because art requires the gathering and collaboration of so many different
parts. The artist, the craft, the transformative creative process, the attention and creativity of the
beholder—all these must come together and attend to each other. Through poetry, Heaney calls
readers to attend to language and the possibility it embodies. Art is, by definition, creative, and
this property defies helplessness in the face of a seemingly inevitable future and invites people to
imagine something different. If poetry is able to take language, the “medium of our constant
communication” in a violent world, and create something beautiful with it, the reader is given the
liberty to imagine a reality beyond violence and chaos. In poetry, the reader participates in the
partnership between poet and language and, in doing so, practices a small form of peace and the
imaginative power necessary to enact a greater peace.
Conclusion
Seamus Heaney’s life and works and the community of Milkman wrestle with how to live
responsibly, not reactively, in light of the violence that composes their everyday lives. The
“impression of a pall” (Milkman 91) that Burns writes about and the narrow-mindedness that
maybe-girlfriend’s community practices to protect themselves from the weight of reality is
something Heaney explores, too. In his Nobel acceptance speech, he writes that in Northern
Ireland, “the dream of justice became subsumed into the callousness of reality and people settled
in to a quarter century of life-waste and spirit-waste, of hardening attitudes and narrowing
possibilities that were the natural result of political solidarity, traumatic suffering and sheer
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emotional self-protectiveness” (“Crediting Poetry”). The conflict forced people to hypervigilantly protect their memories and identity, exhausting them and depleting them of the energy
to create and imagine. The perpetuation of the conflict, regardless of hopes or efforts otherwise,
created a sense of helplessness and fatalism that stifled any desire to acknowledge and imagine
what Heaney calls “the marvelous” as well as “the murderous” (“Crediting Poetry”). Just as
Heaney debated his role as poet and ultimately chose to respond creatively in honest witness to
the world’s beauty and ugliness, by the end of Milkman maybe-girlfriend experiences a subtle
shift in perspective and acts with true autonomy for perhaps the first time in the novel. When she
is in her French class and teacher models witness for her students by inhaling and exhaling the
sunset, maybe-girlfriend and her peers find this “embarrassing” (Milkman 71), and they refuse to
see the sky’s colors, much less to witness and incorporate it into their lives like teacher. Much of
the novel documents the ways that maybe-girlfriend closes herself off from the fullness of reality
and possibility, but in the last few pages, a scene parallel to teacher’s experience of the sunset
occurs. Maybe-girlfriend had given up running, the only thing besides reading that she really
loves, during Milkman’s stalking of her for fear of meeting him on the trails in the parks and
reservoirs. In much the same way that she and her community cannot creatively imagine in the
midst of their violent environment, maybe-girlfriend loses the energy to run—her creative
outlet—as all her energy is channeled into survival from predation. She only returns to running
with third brother-in-law after she is confident she is safe from her predator, although certainly
not from her war-torn community. As she begins to run, able to participate in this creative
practice once again, maybe-girlfriend says, “I inhaled the early evening light and realized this
was softening, what others might term a little softening. Then, landing on the pavement in the
direction of the parks & reservoirs, I exhaled this light and for a moment, just a moment, I almost
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nearly laughed” (348). Through her interactions with people who practice consciousness—like
real milkman—and her own creativity in running, maybe-girlfriend “softens” and chooses to
witness her reality fully, to notice it and take it in. This is witnessing with the intent of seeing
something for what it is, not anxiously maintaining an identity of separation, and this act of
witness does not blind maybe-girlfriend to the violence that remains around her. Rather, her act
of witness allows her to comprehend her world more broadly and to do what Heaney says poetry
does: “to persuade that vulnerable part of our consciousness of its rightness in spite of the
evidence of wrongness all around it” (“Crediting Poetry”).
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